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NICOSIA: A senior United Nations offi-
cial says ethnically-split Cyprus has a
“historic opportunity” to reunite in
2017 and a meeting in Geneva in early
January will be crucial for a peace deal
that has eluded the island for decades.

Eighteen months of intensive talks
between the estranged Greek and
Turkish Cypriot communities will cul-
minate at meetings in Geneva starting
on Jan. 8. Espen Barth Eide, the UN
Secretary General’s Special Adviser on
Cyprus, wrote in the Cyprus Weekly
newspaper that Greek Cypriot leader
Nicos Anastasiades and Turkish Cypriot
leader Mustafa Akinci had demonstrat-
ed political will and leadership to end
the conflict. “They recognise that the

status quo is unacceptable and unsus-
tainable, and that the current talks
offer the best opportunity for a solu-
tion,” said Eide, a former Norwegian
foreign minister.

“The island stands on the cusp of
reaping real political and economic
benefits not only for Cypriots, but also
beyond the island across the wider
region,” he added. “The peaceful reuni-
fication of the island next year could
offer a historic opportunity to finally
turn the page of history in Cyprus.”

The eastern Mediterranean island
was split in a Turkish invasion in 1974
prompted by a brief coup engineered
by the military then ruling Greece. The
Greek Cypriots now live south of a

ceasefire line and Turkish Cypriots to
the north of it.

From Jan. 8, the two sides will try to
clear up overhangs in issues relating to
economy, property, governance and
EU issues.  Territorial trade-offs are
expected to be discussed on Jan. 11.

Representatives of Britain, Turkey
and Greece - the guarantor powers of
the former British colony - will discuss
their roles at a conference starting in
Geneva the next day.

This guarantor status, which permits
intervention to restore a breakdown of
constitutional order, is a source of dis-
cord between the two Cypriot commu-
nities. Fearful of a repeat of the 1974
invasion, the Greek Cypriot side says no

guarantees are required once Cyprus is
reunited while Turkish Cypriots, who
withdrew into enclaves in the 1960s
and were targeted by Greek Cypriot
nationalists, say they are.

A previous peace bid on Cyprus
collapsed in 2004, when Greek
Cypriots rejected, and Turkish Cypriots
accepted a blueprint drafted by the
UN in a strategy then of ‘filling in the
blanks’ of a deal where the two sides
failed to agree. 

Negotiations continued on and off
since then, picking up in mid-2015 to
lead to the meetings due next month.
This time talks are led by the two com-
munities, with the UN acting as facilita-
tors in the process. — Reuters
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ANKARA: A Turkish parliamentary com-
mission yesterday cleared a set of draft
constitutional amendments that would
greatly expand the powers of President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The constitution-
al commission approved the reforms at
the end of a 17-hour session that lasted
into the early hours of Friday, opening
the way for deliberations and a vote in
the full assembly in January, with a pos-
sible referendum in the spring.

The proposals would turn the large-
ly ceremonial  presidency into one
where the president enjoys full execu-
tive powers. Erdogan, who was prime
minister before becoming president in
2014, has long advocated a presidential
system, arguing it would give the head
of state flexibility to make Turkey one
of the top 10 powers in the world by
2023, when the Turkish Republic marks
its centenary.

Critics fear the proposals would allow
Erdogan, who is increasingly accused of
authoritarian behavior, to rule with lim-
ited checks and balances. The draft
amendments were approved following
10 days of tense debate that at times
resulted in altercations between the rul-
ing party and main opposition party
members on the committee. 

The 21 articles that were initially sub-
mitted to the committee were reduced
to 18, over some objections by ruling-
party legislators. “This is the greatest
democratic move in the history of the
(Turkish) republic,” said Resat Petek, a
legislator from the ruling Justice and
Development Party, or AKP, following
the committee’s vote. The main opposi-
tion party, the Republican Peoples’
Party, CHP, said the draft amendments

amount to a “regime change.”
“It is a constitution that will destroy

the century-old gains of the democratic
republic,” said CHP legislator Bulent
Tezcan. “It is a constitution that will cre-
ate a tyrannical state.” The amendments
were proposed by the AKP with the
newly won support of the Nationalist
Movement Party, or MHP. The national-
ist party was expected to back the
amendments in the general assembly as
well. Erdogan enjoys popularity and has
rallied support following a failed military
coup blamed on a movement led by US-
based Muslim cleric Fethullah Gulen.
The changes would allow the president

to appoint the government, retain ties
with his party, propose budgets and
declare states of emergency. They
would also allow Erdogan to serve a fur-
ther two terms, ending in 2029. Other
proposed amendments would increase
the number of seats in the 550-member
parliament to 600, reduce the minimum
age of legislators from 25 to 18 and set
parliamentary and presidential elections
on the same day. The changes come at a
tumultuous time for Turkey, which has
been rocked by a wave of bombings,
renewed conflict with Kurdish rebels in
the southeast,  and the failed coup
attempt. `— AP
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ANKARA: File photo shows Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
speaks during an award ceremony in Ankara, Turkey. A Turkish parlia-
mentary commission yesterday cleared a set of draft constitutional
amendments that would greatly expand the powers of President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan. — AP

BANIE:  The bells of a brown stone church rang across a Polish
village as hundreds of mourners gathered yesterday to bid
farewell to a truck driver killed in the Berlin Christmas market
attack.

Lukasz Urban, 37, has been described as the first victim of
the attack on Dec. 19 that killed a total of 12 people. He was
waiting to deliver a shipment of steel in Berlin when his truck
was hijacked by the Tunisian perpetrator of the attack. He was
shot and his body was found in the cab of the truck.

Polish President Andrzej Duda joined Urban’s family,
friends and neighbors, gathering with them in the village
church in Banie, near the border with Germany.

A day earlier, the president’s spokesman said that Duda
would attend the funeral to express his “huge respect for
Lukasz Urban, who in the eyes of many Poles is definitely a
hero, a courageous person.”

Several other Polish political officials and a representative
of the German Embassy in Poland were also there. A letter
from Prime Minister Beata Szydlo was read out in which she
described her “great pain and sadness” and expressed her
sympathy to Urban’s family.

“Poles have fallen victim to terrorist attacks carried out by
Islamic fundamentalists but the tragedy that happened in
Berlin is unique when it comes to the ruthlessness and cruelty
of the perpetrator,” Szydlo said.

A bishop, Henryk Wejman, described Urban as a man who
was open to others and conscientious in his work.

“His willingness to work and serve others awakened the
trust of other people and openness to others,” Wejman said in
his homily.

As the Mass was winding down the president bowed his
head before Urban’s white coffin before approaching Urban’s
wife and teenage son, whispering to them, shaking their
hands and kissing the wife’s hand.

The coffin was then carried out of the church and placed in
a hearse, which drove slowly through the village to a ceme-
tery for burial, mourners walking with it. Before and after the
burial, a group of truck drivers honked the horns of their
trucks to honor Urban. — AP
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SCZCZECIN: The wife of Lukasz Urban, the Polish truck
driver who was killed in the Berlin Christmas market
attack, touches his coffin during his funeral in Banie near
Sczczecin, Poland, yesterday. — AFP

JERUSALEM: A Palestinian woman was
shot and wounded yesterday after
approaching an Israeli security check-
point near Jerusalem with a knife, Israeli
police said.

The woman approached the crossing
point in Qalandia, between Jerusalem
and the occupied West Bank, in a lane
designated for vehicles despite repeat-
ed calls from guards to stop, a state-
ment said.  She was wounded when
security forces opened fire, police

spokesman Micky Rosenfeld said. Police
said she was 35 and from Issawiya, a
neighbourhood in east Jerusalem.  A
spokeswoman for the Israeli hospital
she was taken to described her condi-
tion as “serious”.

She was left for around an hour after
the attack on the ground before receiv-
ing treatment, an AFP photographer at
the checkpoint said.

Israel public radio said forces
checked her for explosives before allow-

ing her to be transported to hospital.
Since October 2015, 246 Palestinians,

36 Israelis, two Americans, a Jordanian,
an Eritrean and a Sudanese have been
killed in a wave of violence, according to
an AFP count.

Most of the Palestinians killed were
carrying out knife, gun or car-ramming
attacks, according to Israeli authorities.
Others were shot dead during protests
or clashes, while some died in Israeli air
strikes on the Gaza Strip. —  AFP
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